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 In the Loop: How can Romney make Ron Paul fans his buds? Back pot legalization.

by Al Kamen 

Here’s a radical proposal for Mitt Romney: If he wants to pick up the much-coveted support of Ron Paul’s energized and organized “army,” the best way to their hearts might be through their lungs.

We don’t expect the teetotaling former Massachusetts governor, who has said he supports the federal ban on marijuana, to take the leafy bait — but there are a few reasons it might not be such a wacky idea, once the GOP field has shaken out and he’s the last man standing.

First, Paul’s supporters could be quite valuable to the eventual GOP nominee. While they’ve been dismissed as the party’s fringe element, they’re young and enthusiastic, two characteristics the party badly needs in the general election. (After all, Romney’s managed to tick off Hispanics, so he needs any constituency he can get his hands on.)

And then there’s Colorado. With medical-marijuana shops on nearly every corner and a libertarian-leaning electorate — not to mention its status as a swing state — the Centennial State could tempt Romney to take a seemingly radical turn on drugs.

Pot legalizers note that he could couch his support in terms of a 10th Amendment argument — essentially saying it should be up to states to decide for themselves. That would allow him to maintain his opposition to legalization while giving a shout-out to social conservatives, who love a good nod to states’ rights.

There’s evidence that the idea of pot legalization is going mainstream — even among Republicans. After all, Pat Robertson endorsed the idea, is surprisingly, well, high.

More ‘claptrap’ on Hungary

In October, when last we visited matters Hungarian, Prime Minister Viktor Orban was riding high — constantly criticizing Western Europe, predicting the decline of the West, and praising the Chinese and their system.

But things have gotten a bit rocky. The European Union moved last week to freeze about $650 million in next year’s development aid to Hungary, and the European Commission began investigating whether Orban’s new anti-democratic laws violate European norms.

Orban’s party remains by far the most popular in the country. Tens of thousands or more turned out in Budapest on a national holiday Thursday to hear him, chanting “Viktor, Viktor” as he vowed that Hungarians “won’t be second-class citizens in Europe.”

But an opposition rally also drew a large crowd, and tens of thousands have demonstrated in recent months against the government’s anti-democratic moves. (That may not sound like much, but Hungary’s population is only around 10 million, slightly larger than metro Chicago’s.)

Some flunky for Orban’s regime reacted to another Loop item about the Obama administration’s displeasure with the Hungarian government’s anti-democratic drift by talking about reporters “who use their time off to come up with all sorts of claptrap.”

(Let’s be clear: Whenever we type, we are on the company clock.)

In all fairness, there have been some mixed messages. Secretary of State Hillary Rodham Clinton, in Budapest last June, publicly rebuked Orban for his moves to crack down on the media, undermine judicial independence and push through a new constitution favoring his party.

And the State Department followed with a formal diplomatic protest, delivered in October by Ambassador Eleni Kounalakis, a former California real estate executive and major Democratic contributor.

But it seems the embassy may have been suffering from a touch of what’s known in the biz as clientitis. This is a common ailment that makes diplomats sent abroad inclined to be sympathetic to the host foreign government. In extreme cases, diplomats even start believing

that a country’s leaders are telling them the truth.

So an embassy spokesman characterized the Kounalakis-Orban meeting as “warm and productive” — though it produced nothing — and said the “elected government . . . has been given a rare two-thirds mandate by the people of Hungary.”

Not exactly. Orban’s party actually won 53 percent of the popular vote (still quite impressive) over a feckless and pathetically divided opposition. Under the parliamentary rules, he ended up with a two-thirds majority.

In any event, we’re hearing that the embassy has since fully recovered. No more Madam Nice Gal. In fact, there’s word that the Hungarians are complaining that she’s being too tough on them.

Washington is looking to the Euros, not easily assuaged by phony promises, to play point on reining in the autocratic Orban, who’s now crawling to the International Monetary Fund for a financial bailout.

Beautiful country, lovely people, tasty — albeit tending to heavy — cuisine. Such a shame.

With Emily Heil

The blog: washingtonpost.com/ intheloop. Twitter: @InTheLoopWP.

A special note

We’re excited to announce that In the Loop is going four days a week — Tuesday through Friday — starting with today’s column.

And there’s more good news. Loop Fans for years have been complaining that it’s difficult, if not impossible, to find the column on The Washington Post’s Web site.

We’re happy to announce that we’ve finally got a fix for that.

If you go to washingtonpost.com/intheloop <http://www.washingtonpost.com/blogs/in-the-loop> — home of the In the Loop blog — you’ll see, on the left, a link to “Latest Columns.” Simply click to read any of the four most recent columns.
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